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GREEK ORTHODOXY
IN THE
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
A Probe
Father John G. Panagiotou

eighteenth century proved to be a watershed era of
history for Greek Orthodoxy within the early modern
period. It was a time of Orthodox Christian religious
revival and Hellenic cultural reawakening.
To fully understand the religious, cultural and political millieu of
the eighteenth century for Greek Orthodoxy and the significance of
its contributions to the early modern period, one must first have a
basic understanding of the developments of the five centuries of the
medieval era which preceded it.
During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, after the Roman
Catholic Crusaders sacked Constantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey) in
1204, the Latin Empire of the East was created. The French, Spanish
and Italians gained control of Athens and established a duchy there.
They also controlled the rest of the Creek peninsula and the islands
establishing a feudal system in Greece.
Constantinople was recaptured from the Latins by the Byzantine
Emperor John VIII Paleologos in 1261, but in 1453, the Turks under
the leadership of Mohammed II would overrun Constantinople and
the Byzantine Empire would come to an end never to rise again. The
Turkokratia (Creek for "Turkish rule") began.
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Hence, the Greeks were no strangers to foreign oppression and
domination. By the end of the seventeenth century, the Turks had
virtually gained total control of all of the Greek lands. The once free
and powerful Byzantine Empire was no more. Its people were
relegated to living in a defeated and subjugated cluster of villages.
The Greeks in Constantinople, known as Phanariots because of the
section of the city in which they lived which was in proximity to the
Patriarchate (the Phanar), tended to enjoy a better lifestyle during the
Turkish rule than did their Greek mainland and island compatriots.
The Phanariots tended to have good social and political positions in
the government of the Ottomans.'
The Patriarch of Constantinople was seen by the Muslim Turks
not only as the spiritual leader of the Greek Orthodox, but as their
political leader as well. Hence, he was known as the leader of the
Rum Millet (Turkish for the "Roman People"). This was a reference
to the inhabitants of the Byzantine Empire which was also known as
the Eastern Roman Empire.^
Many examples of suppression can be seen during the Turkokratia.
Not only were unjust imprisonments, tortures and executions
commonplace for Greek clergy and laymen, but the effects of Turkish
oppression and control were seen in the life of the Church as well.'
Simony was rampant within the Patriarchate due to Turkish
involvement.'' This was a difhcult time within the Church itself.
From without, the Ottomans tried to suppress dissent and any
form of civil disobedience (perceived as well as actual) by the Greek
Orthodox. Persecution and decay were staples of the life of the
Church during this time.' There was no stratum of Greek Orthodox
society which remained uninfluenced. However, the Church in all
aspects of Her sacramental, spiritual, liturgical and intellectual life
remained the most affected by this situation.
An example of this can be seen in the mandate by the Turks that
only priests whom they approved of could hear confessions. This
' Steven Runciman, The Great Church in Captivity (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 363.
^ Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, (London: Penguin Books, 1993), 89.
' B. J. Kidd, The Churches of Eastern Christendom, (London, 1927), 304.
' Ware, 90.
' Paul Rycaut, The Present State of the Greek and Armenian Churches, Anno Christi 1678
(London, 1679), 12-13.
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was done by the Turks because they thought that secretive plans of
revolt against the Ottoman Empire could take place in private
discussions between the confessor and the penitent.
Another example could be seen by the fact that in many
circumstances parishes could not hold liturgies or any of the other
orders of services without the consent of the local Turkish authority.
By the eighteenth century, many churches had been turned into
mosques. The situation in Constantinople alone was that there were
some forty churches but only three had been built after 1453.^
Only certain parish priests who were approved of by the Turks
were permitted to preach. To compound the problem the vast
majority of the cleigy (and their congregations as well) were far from
being well-educated.^ As a result, hearing sermons became rare in the
local parish setting. If there were a sermon, it would customarily be
a "canned" sermon to be read word-for-word by the priest. Over
time, this situation would make an unmistakable mark on the
lituigical life of the Greek Orthodox Church.^
Confession became an almost forgotten sacrament in that very few
of the laity would go and the majority of the parish priests would not
emphasize it. This was a drastic departure from the traditional
Orthodox view of the spiritual necessity of regularly going to confess
to a spiritual father. Here again, the political and historical situation
directed the way in which the Church was carrying out Her
ministrations.
The regular availability of a priest to serve a parish was in many
cases not common. Liturgies would be celebrated in many of the
smaller village parishes on only certain times of the year, perhaps
only four or five times a year. Often times, a local parish church
building would be maintained by the laity without there ever being
a Liturgy offered or any other service performed for long periods of
time due to the lack of availability of a priest to celebrate the Holy
Mysteries.
As a result, the regular reception of the Eucharist by the laity
became an uncommon practice. Over time, people began to
^ Runciman, 192.
^ Runciman, 219, 224-5.
® J. Pitton de Tournafort, Relation d'nn Voyage du Levant, fait par ordre du roi„ vol 1 (Paris
1717), 98-114.
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formulate the notion that the Eucharist was not supposed to be
received regularly.
A popular piety emerged which was estranged from the Tradition
of the Church in matters such as fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays
from meat and dairy products in preparation for reception of the
Eucharist. The laity (and over time at the direction of ignorant
clergy) began to create their own practices of fasting almost
mechanically a whole week prior to receiving the Eucharist.
Hence, a pseudo-theology developed around the sacraments,
especially the Eucharist. It was believed that one should not
commune more than four or five times a year, or only in extreme
cases before death. The Eucharist became viewed as an object that
one reverenced, but not regularly partook of at a Liturgy.
A very pietistic approach to the Liturgy was adopted in which the
congregants became spectators instead of communicants. This was a
very foreign concept to traditional Orthodox Christianity in which
the whole life in Christ is centered around the regular reception of
the Eucharist.
This was all compounded by the fact that Orthodox Christian
religious education was not readily available to instruct and elucidate
the Greeks in the essentials of the Faith. This too was under the
strict control of the Turks, for fear that a religious reawakening might
give rise to a Greek nationalistic political revolution. The biggest
way that the Turks could do this was to limit literacy among the
Greeks.
The maintenance of basic literacy for the Greek populace was a
great challenge in and of itself.' To what great lengths Greeks would
go to maintain some standard of literacy and Orthodox education
among themselves and their children was amazing, and, n many ways,
truly courageous. The Greek language and the Orthodox faith were
being taught in secret by the monastic clergy in Tk Krefa Skolia
(Greek for "the Hidden Schools"). If either those teaching at or those
attending these hidden schools were ever found out to be doing so by
the Turkish overlords, it would surely mean death for them on
grounds of sedition. Consequently, traditional theological reflection
and spirituality in Greek Orthodox Church life at this time was very
low.
^ Runciman, 219.
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A prime example of this is seen in the life of the Athonite monk
St. Kosmas the Aetolian (1714-79) who was a missionary preacher
across Greece in the eighteenth century. Within Greece, he founded
Greek language schools and did evangelistic work. He became a
"New Martyr" at the hands of the Turks.
It was made clear by the Muslim Turks that the Orthodox Church
was to be kept in check and any aspirations on the part of the Greeks
for political independence was to be squelched. As a result, apostasy
to Islam by Greek Orthodox is recorded. The Church and the
Hellenic culture faced an attack which as time went on became more
brutal and intolerant.
Bishop Kallistos Ware writes of the situation of Greek Orthodoxy
during this time in the following way;
It has been rightly said that if there is much to pity in the state
of Orthodoxy during the Turkish period, there is also much to
admire. Despite innumerable discouragements, the Orthodox
Church under Ottoman rule never lost heart. There were of
course many cases of apostasy to Islam, but in Europe at any
rate they were not as frequent as might have been expected.
The corruption in the higher administration of the Church,
depressing though it was, had very little effect on the daily life
of the ordinary Christian, who was still able to worship
Sunday by Sunday in his parish church. More than anything
else it was the Holy Litui^y which kept Orthodoxy alive in
those dark days.'^
It was within this religious and cultural backdrop that a bright
spark shone on the theological horizon in Greece in the person of the
preeminent Greek Orthodox theologian of the eighteenth century by
the name of St. Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain. In 1749, Nicholas
Kallivourtsis was born on the island of Naxos. The son of pious
See Constantine Cavarno$, St. Cosmas Aitolos, in Modern Orthodox Saints, No. 1 (Belmont,
Mass.: BMGS, 1971).
" Nicholas Zernov, Eastern Christendom: A Study of the Origin and Development of the Eastern
Orthodox Churchy (London: Shenval Press, 1961), 134-6.
" Ware, 101.

268

1630-1830

parents, Anthony and Anastasia. His mother would later become a
nun at the Monastery of St. John Chrysostom."
From his early youth, Nikodemos had an intense love for religious
and secular learning. He was gifted with an incredible memory. He
was able to assimilate much of what he read instantaneously.'"'
In a time when we have seen that higher education in the Greek
world was all but unavailable, Nikodemos would not go to the
Roman Catholic or Protestant West to obtain his education as most
of the Greek intellectuals of the day had done, but rather he would
remain in Greece. He studied under Archimandrite Chrysanthos who
was his first teacher and the brother of St. Kosmas the Aetolian.'^
Later, he left Naxos and went to Smyrna to study at the renowned
Evangelike Schole (Evangelical School) where he studied under
lerotheos Voulismas. There he mastered not only the Greek
language, but Italian and French as well. He so distinguished himself
that he soon became the teacher of his fellow students. lerotheos
would later invite him to take over the directorship of the school
stating, "Come, my son, even now in my old age, that I might leave
you as a teacher at the school, as I do not have anyone else like you
in attainment.'"^
However, his stay in Smyrna would come to an end as a result of
increased Turkish persecution and so he returned to Naxos in 1770.
There, he served for five years as secretary and assistant to
Metropolitan Anthimos of Paros and Naxos. The Metropolitan
evidently held the purity of character and learning of Nikodemos in
high regard.'^
It was during this time of his tenure at the metropolitinate, that
Nikodemos would meet the highly admired and respected priestmonks Gregory and Niphon, as well as the Geronta Arsenios. This
meeting would greatly influence the course of Nikodemos' life
because it would put him into contact with the Athonite way of life
" George S. Bebis, (Introduction to) Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain: A Handbook cf Spiritual
Counsels, (New York: Paulist Press, 1989), 10.
" Bebis, Introduction, 10.
Bebis, Introduction, 10.
Theokletos Dionysiatis, Agios Nikodemos O Hagiorites: O Bios kai ta Erga tou, ed.
Papademitriou (Athens: 1959), 34.
Bebis, Introduction, 11.
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in general and the eighteenth century theological movement known
as the "Kollyvades movement.
The word Kollyvades is derived from the word Kolyva which is the
boiled wheat cakes used at Greek Orthodox prayer services for the
dead. This name was what the Kollyvades' enemies used as a term of
derision against them. Eventually the name became embraced by the
followers of the movement itself.
The spiritual witness of these men made a powerful impression on
Nikodemos. They introduced him to the life of the ascetics,
persuaded him to follow the "life of the Spirit, the life of the
unceasing prayer of the heart, hesychia [silence], poverty, humility
and absolute devotion to Christ.'"'
In 1775, at the age of 26, Nikodemos with letters of recommenda
tion from Silvestros of Caesarea, left for Mt. Athos. There he
renounced the world and was tonsured a monk and received the
Mikron Schema ("small habit"). It was then, that he had his name
changed from Nicholas (his baptismal name) to Nikodemos (his
monastic name).^°
The theological thought of the Kollyvades would permeate not
only the life and writings of St. Nikodemos, but eighteenth century
Greek Orthodox theological thought. The Kollyvades movement can
best be typified as a traditionalist movement which began on Mt.
Athos and spread throughout Greece in the second half of the
eighteenth century which had as its aim to promote a renewed
interest in the writings of the Fathers and a total spiritual renewal
within the Body of Christ, particularly, through the sacramental life.
The focus was a return to the Patristic tradition in all aspects of
Church life.^'
The movement can be seen as having its birth out of a controversy
which arose around 1754 when the monks in the St. Anne Skete on
Mt. Athos were building a larger church building and in order to
speed up its completion decided to move the memorial services for
Bebis, Introduction^ 11.
George S. Bebis, "St. Nikodemos the Hagiorite'' in Post-Byzantine Ecclesiastical Personalities^
1-17.
Bebis, Introduction^ 11.
See C. S. Tzogras, The Memorial-Service Dispute on the Holy Mountain in the Eigteenth
Century^ (Thessaloniki, 1969), 46-51.
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the dead from Saturdays to Sundays so that they could work on
Saturdays without interruption.^^
As a result, much dissension and disharmony emerged from this
among the Athonite monks as well as their lay followers. Most
notably, a deacon by the name of Neophytos the Peloponnesian of
the Skete of Kafsokalyvia was the first to rise up in theological protest
against the change made by the monks of St. Anne's.
The theological rationale for the protest was that memorials
should be done on Saturdays and not on Sundays which is the day of
the Lord's resurrection in accordance with the ancient tradition of the
Church. The controversy would occupy the Orthodox Church for
almost fifty years. The road to healing the rift which the controversy
created would be paved with the intervention of the Ecumenical
Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1772 when Patriarch Theodosios II
in conjunction with Patriarch Sophronios of Jerusalem decreed that
to have memorial services on Saturdays is not contrary to the
doctrines of the Church and to perform them on Sundays does not
constitute a sin. However, it should be noted that two synods
condemned the Kollyvades on Mt. Athos in 1774 and in Constantino
ple in 1781.
In 1777, another event served to aggravate an already irritated
situation. A book was published among Athonite hesychasts which
advocated the necessity of frequent reception of the Eucharist.^' It
was these Athonites who were involved over the dispute concerning
memorial services and thus were collectively labeled Kollyvades by
their opponents. Hence, the term Kollyvades was coined in reference
to this particular theological movement. The book was, also,
condemned but the condemnation would later be lifted.
In an important encyclical in 1819, Patriarch Gregory V decreed
that memorial services could be performed on Saturdays or Sundays
or any other day of the week. As far as the frequency of the
reception of the Eucharist, Gregory V agreed with his predecessors
Theodosios II that Orthodox Christians should receive the Eucharist
as frequently as possible provided they prepared properly through
fasting and the Sacrament of Holy Confession. He added that those
who found themselves worthy should receive without any hesitation.
See C. C. Papoulidis, The Kollyvades Movement, (Athens, 1971), 35-7.
" Ware, 100.
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Of course, the Kollyvades directed that frequent Eucharistic reception
be done only in the context of the normative Orthodox spiritual hfe,
a life which has at its root: prayer, fasting and Holy Confession. A
parallel between sacramental participation and spiritual struggle is
clearly seen.^'*
The Kollyvades viewed themselves in the light that they were not
innovators as their detractors claimed, but, rather, maintainers and
reclaimers of the ancient Christian Tradition. In this sense, the
Kollyvades controversy mirrors the hesychastic controversy of the
fourteenth century in which the Athonite monastic St. Gregory
Palamas defended hesychastic practice against Barlaam, Nikephoros
Gregoras and John Kyparissiotes.^^
The Kollyvades strove for the correct observance of the Typikon
(liturgical rubrics book). For there would the spiritual balance be
maintained, thus cultivating an Apostolic and Patristic consciousness
in the Church. The emphasis was on worship because the Kollyvades
observed that in the realm of spirituality, estrangement from the
Tradition was perceptible. The elements of noetic prayer, hesychia
and askesis which comprise the Orthodox mindset (fronemd) and ethos
were absent.
The Kollyvades had as their impetus the revival of the mystical
tradition of the Orthodox Church through the compilation and study
of Patristic texts. Due to their persecution, they dispersed all over
Greece, producing a renaissance of Orthodox spirituality in Greece
and throughout the Balkans and the Middle East.
Like Nikodemos, most of the Kollyvades were men of high
intellectual caliber, educated in the ancient Greek and Christian
literature and well-versed in the Biblical and Patristic sources of the
Church. Scholars among the Kollyvades included such men as
Athanasios of Paros, Christophoros of Arta, Agapios of Cyprus, and
St. Makarios of Corinth.^^
St. Makarios of Corinth (1731-1805) is considered the greatest of
the Kollyvades who was a descendent of the renowned old Byzantine
family of Notaras. He was born in Corinth and later became the
Metropolitan of Corinth. As a result of the Russo-Turkish War of
Ware, 100; See also, Neophytes Deacon-Monk Kafsokalyvitis, On Fiequent Communion;
Introduction Unpublished Text: Commentary (Athens: n.d.).
Runciman, 157-8.
Ware, 100.
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1768, Makarios was forced out and finally lost his episcopal see in
Corinth. With the permission of the Ecumenical Patriarch, he
became a traveling bishop.
Apparently, the young Nikodemos heard about Makarios and met
him on the island of Hydra. A long and deep friendship developed
between them and it was Makarios who encouraged Nikodemos to
write and who supplied him with material for his works. Together,
in 1777, on Mt. Athos, they would work on the publication of The
Philokalia. Makarios died on April 16, 1805, on the island of Chios
where he was living at the time, and people immediately honored him
as a saint. Nikodemos himself would pass into eternity on July 14,
1809, on Mt. Athos, and was almost immediately revered as a saint by
the pious Orthodox.
In summary, the Kollyvades played a very determinative role in
the spiritual formation of St. Nikodemos and consequently the
theological renewal movement in eighteenth-century Greek
Orthodoxy. It was the Kollyvades that directed him to the true
meaning of the prayer of the heart, the Patristic writings as guides for
Christian living and the monastic life.
The Kollyvades movement also would exert an influence in the
political life of Greece. Among the visitors to St. Nikodemos was
John Kapodistrias who later would become the first prime minister
of modern Greece.
The political and nationalistic thrust to
overthrow Ottoman Turkish rule was fueled by the growing spiritual
renewal and rededication which the Kollyvades provided the Greek
populace. Within the context of the preservation of religious and
cultural identity, a distinctive nationalistic tendency emerged within
the eighteenth century.
It was only a natural progression within the early modern period
for Greeks to make. The cultivation of a reinvigorated Orthodox
spirituality in Greece which the Kollyvades fostered produced the
intellectual rationale and focus for a nationalistic revolutionary
movement against the Ottoman oppressors. With Greek indepen
dence achieved in 1821, a monarchy was later established. A
seventeen-year-old German Roman Catholic named Otto I of Bavaria
was crowned in 1832 as the first King of Greece. The Greek
Orthodox Church was then proclaimed as the official state religion of
modern Greece.

Greek Orthodoxy Probe

273

Quite definitely, the renaissance of Patristic study and spirituality
in Greek Orthodoxy in the eighteenth century produced not only a
religious renewal, but it laid the foundation for social change and
political revolution as well. The debt which is owed to the Kollyvades
in general and St. Nikodemos in particular for Greek Orthodoxy
cannot be underestimated.
Through their research and work, a rediscovery of the roots of the
traditional spiritual life of the writings of the Church Fathers was
reawakened and articulated in a fresh way in the eighteenth century
and carries on to this day.

